Technology continues to move forward with astonishing speed and its impact can be immediate or its adoption might be delayed. While there may be numerous reasons for a lag in adoption, often public policy plays an important role. Consider Google and China or access to the Internet in some parts of the globe. China and Google were in a contentious discussion in 2010 concerning censorship. The adoption and use of social-networking tools, like Facebook, in some parts of the world is rapid, while in other areas of the world these tools face challenges due to cultural issues. This applies in certain countries where there is an outcry to follow certain religious laws.
While Internet use continues to rise worldwide, there are still countries that have not integrated telecommunications capabilities that will permit or limit access to the Internet, which happens predominately from lack of infrastructure and funding to sustain it. A recent report on Internet usage in the Middle East demonstrates an interesting trend. Statistics generated in the summer of 2010 by Market Research (www.internetworldstats.com/stats5.htm) shows diversity in Internet usage over the past ten years. In Palestine (West Bank) for instance, the growth from 2000 to 2010 was 917.1%-with a penetration of 14.2% of the population. In Iraq, the growth was 2,500%, which impacted only 1.1% of the population. Syria's usage grew by 13,016.7% (17.7% of the population) and the Islamic Republic of Iran usage grew by 13,180% (43.2% of the population). These numbers illustrate that a capability exists for Internet access in the Middle East and it is growing. The same trend is reported for Africa and Asia. Egypt and Nigeria are the largest users in Africa, and China leads all Asian countries in Internet usage. In both Africa and Asia, access varies greatly from country to country. Nevertheless, access to the Internet provides a foundation for gaining access to new tools, new technologies, and valuable health and education information. Public health social-networking tools and informational websites will enable people globally to address healthcare needs.
As the Internet continues to become widely available, the instruments that use it also continue to proliferate. The past year saw the successful introduction of Apple's iPad and new generation of the iPhone. Amazon also successfully continued to strengthen the Kindle device as a digital book. Researchers demonstrated the use of Nintendo's DS gaming system for m-health monitoring (Lee, Kim, and Lee 2011 The past year also brought us Julian Assange and WikiLeaks. While there are lots of issues related to WikiLeaks' series of events, it is the nature and capability of secure records that health officials are most concerned about. As more and more medical data enters the "electronic" domain, we must ensure patient privacy. This is policy in most parts of the world and should be maintained. Doctors have expressed their concerns about the utility and security of these kinds of technologies. Of course policy must not lag too far behind technology.
Communications and information technologies also continue unabated in the development of Electronic Health Records (EHRs) and alternative care models. Throughout the world, there is a push to develop, adapt, adopt, and integrate EHRs into clinical practice. Clinical practice or at least some elements of it are moving away from traditional brick and mortar models (hospitals and centralized clinics). While these service centers will remain, there are more retail spaces such as Walmart that have clinics integrated in them. Home healthcare and mobile medical care are becoming much more commonplace. The concept of the patientcentered focus healthcare model is becoming a reality. This concept is about bringing medicine to the patient.
The past year also brought us commercial endeavors in space flight and access to it by private companies. SpaceX successfully launched its Dragon spacecraft on its maiden voyage. Eventually, this craft may ferry supplies to the International Space Station (ISS) as well as astronauts. Sending supplies and astronauts to the ISS clearly is adoption of advanced technology, which may lead to affordable commercial access to space. While most of us may never travel to space, we must be concerned about the health consequences of rocket exhaust in the atmosphere and its impact on the environment and, therefore, public health (National Geographic News 2011). A rapidly developing commercial market for rocket launches, similarly patterned after the airline industry, will require careful appraisals addressing public health issues. Potential medical technology designed for use in this extreme environment might benefit our health on the ground.
Our environment was greatly impacted by technology in 2010. Transocean's Deepwater Horizon Well in the Gulf of Mexico caught fire, sank, and caused the largest oil spill in U.S. history (New York Times). This disaster ushered in numerous technological solutions, which after many weeks, finally worked. The impact to human health and the environment may take years to fully understand.
When the ground shook in the Atacama Desert in Chile causing the San Jose Mine to collapse, the miners at work in the mine were trapped. It was not until 17 days later that we got news that they were alive and well. A variety of technology was also employed in this disaster, from drilling equipment to NASArecommended approaches for monitoring and maintaining the miner's health. The technology employed in the rescue effort will be available commercially from Zephyr Technology.
As the 10 th year of the twenty-first century came to a close, we can reflect on the amazing medical achievements it produced. We can also gaze into the future and anticipate much more rapid growth in technologies that will enhance global health and enable better medical care and medical education. Existing health policies will be changing as the rapid onslaught of nascent technologies are emboldening individuals to adapt and integrate them into the medical practice. Two thousand and ten was a great year, and we look forward to the beginning of the second decade of this young new century.
Technology of Interest
The following is a list of the top 10 technologies in the news that might be of value to your practice. It is clear that innovation and discovery lead to changes in how we do things. This is only a short list of what is being offered in the healthcare sector. Please visit the cited websites for additional information.
1. Medical tourism is a growing concern. Chandigarh-based Doctor Z India Healthcare (Pvt.) Ltd, the only registered medical tourism company in northern India, is using information and computer technologies to link patients with medical expertise and establishing highly competitive medical capabilities to compete on a world market. www.business-standard.com/india/ news/company-promotes-medical-tourism/419229/ (last accessed January 4, 2011). 2. Technologies used in the Chilean San Jose Mine rescue are available from Zephyr Technologies. These technologies were used to monitor the health of the miners. The same technology can be applied to home healthcare and other users in extreme or remote environments. http://www.zephyr-technology.com (last accessed January 5, 2011). 3. Social-media networks keep people involved and compliant. The interaction with others with similar medical conditions can be beneficial. Using webbased tools and tools like Twitter can actually be more cost effective. http://www2.med.umich.edu/prmc/media/newsroom/details.cfm?ID=1851 (last accessed January 5, 2011).
Mobile healthcare applications are growing. A report by Research2guidance
indicates that in the coming 3-5 years (by 2015) over half a billion people worldwide will be using some kind of mobile health application. Smartphone apps and devices have been and continue to be developed for both patients and providers, thus changing the landscape of the healthcare delivery models we are long accustomed to. that uses the phrase, which is espoused by employees, "I'm an IBM'er" highlights how information technology is being applied in activities such as the "Patient-Centered Medical Home," data warehousing, and voice devices that are wireless. The concept IBM is after is a personalized experience. http://www.ibm.com/smarterplanet/us/en/healthcare_solutions/ideas/index.ht ml?re=CS1 (last accessed January 12, 2011). 9. Individuals who have been exposed to the H1N1 virus may have better immunity to fight off new flu viruses. As with any infection, the human body produces antibodies. In the case of H1N1 exposure, rarely seen antibodies are produced, which are very powerful. While this research is still new, the potential for public health worldwide is enormous. http://www.bbc.co.uk/ news/health-12152500 (last accessed January 12, 2011). 10. Halophytes, plants that can grow in salt water, are being researched in Tamil Nadu (India) to determine if such an ecosystem can produce cash crops. Such technology would have a positive impact on a growing global food crisis. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-12162964 (last accessed January 1, 2011).
